Abstract: Egypt's food rationing and subsidy system has been a mainstay of the government's longterm policy of promoting social equity and political stability. There is an increasing pressure to reform if not eliminating the subsidy program. Few studies were carried-out to evaluate the current subsidy system. The aim of this study is to assess the consumption of subsidized and unsubsidized bread, identify the factors affecting dispensing rationed foods and to determine consumer's opinion towards the subsidy program. The subjects of this study were 204 employees from Alexandria University hospitals. Data were collected by direct interview using a predesigned questionnaire. Data were collected on the socioeconomic characteristics of the family, purchase of subsidized balady and unsubsidized shami and fino bread. The fate of the subsidized bread and consumers' suggestions to improve its quality were assessed. The rate of dispensing foods through ration cards was determined. Consumers' opinion of the nutritional values of the subsidized foods and the preferred mode of subsidy were recorded. The results show that subsidized balady bread was consumed by all social strata, the percapita share of low socioeconomic groups was more than 3 loafs daily. Shami and Fino bread was consumed mostly by high income bracket. The results show that 14.2% of the balady bread was wasted and 10.8% was refrigerated. The majority (46.7%) recommended no change in the current bread subsidy system and 28.9% recommended improved baking. The quantity of foods dispensed by ration card varied with the type of food. The whole quantity of allocated sugar was dispensed by 78.0% of the sample compared with tea which was least collected (49.5%). Poor quality was the main reason for not dispensing the whole quantity, however, it was reported by some consumers that the rationed quantity of sugar and oil exceeded their needs. The results show that 48.0% of the sample believed that food subsidy improves nutrition while 28.9% reported that it has no effect. The present card system of delivering subsidized food was preferred (52.0%) fearing that cash subsidy will not be enough (54.7%) or will be associated with a sharp increase in food price.
INTRODUCTION
Egypt's food rationing and subsidy system has been a mainstay of the government's long-term policy of promoting social equity and political stability. It has been a major (4) In the mid-1960s, ration cards were used for the distribution of a small number of goods and did not always involve price subsidies and were designed as a quantityrationing system. In general, spending on food subsidies remained a modest percentage of the government's budget, and the role of food subsidy policies was primarily to ensure the support of essential food items. (5) The costs of the expanding system continued to grow and the subsidy system was becoming increasingly unsustainable. By 1981, almost all the population had ration cards, of which 97 percent were the more highly subsidized green ration cards. (6) In 1982, a process of reforming the food subsidy system was initiated. This was achieved by reducing the number of has only a limited effect on calorie intake (7) . This was attributed to the low take-up rates and low purchases of subsidized goods. The reasons for the low take-up rates and use were not clear. (8) On the other hand, targeted fruit and vegetable subsidy among low-income women in special supplemental nutrition program proved to be very effective in increasing fruit and vegetables consumption. (9) Tortilla subsidy in Mexico was followed by a better nutrient consumption and improved the nutritional conditions of the poor and marginated urban sector of the society. (10) It was even reported that public housing subsidy may protect the family from excessive pressure on their food budget and was associated with improved nutritional status in young children among low income families. (11) Despite achieving a significant reduction over the past two decades, the absolute cost of food subsidies in Egypt is still high relative to the benefits received by the poor. The program is not designed to improve the nutritional status of the vulnerable groups. The subsidy scheme is under great pressure from international organizations to be eliminated. The whole debate of food subsidy in Egypt centers on economic and social consideration without paying any attention to its nutritional impact. (12) In view of the limited studies on food subsidy in Egypt, this study was initiated to evaluate the current food subsidy program, assess the consumption of subsidized and unsubsidized bread, identify the various socioeconomic factors affecting the intake of subsidized foods and to determine consumers' opinion towards the subsidy program.
Subjects and methods
The subjects of this study were sampled from the administrative staff and workers at Alexandria university hospitals. The criteria for selection were that the subject should be married, having a family and holding a ration card.The minimum sample size calculated using Epi-Info version 6.0 and an alpha error of 0.05, a null hypothesis of 75% consuming subsidized foods with 6% precision was 201.
Each subject was privately interviewed to explain the objectives of the study and to gain his approval to participate in the study.
Response was highly positive and many of them were very keen to express their opinion regarding food price subsidy.
Data were collected by direct interview using a pre-designed questionnaire which was previously tested and corrected after carrying out a pilot study . Consumers' opinion on the best approach to improve the quality of subsidized bread was recorded.
Holders of the rationing cards were 
Results
The results show that the mean percapita food. (13) Balady bread and flour subsidies were not designed to serve the poor alone, since these foods are available to any consumer, while there is a very widespread perception that self-targeting has resulted in balady bread and flour being relatively more consumed by the poor, a high percentage of bread and flour subsidies go to the non poor. (14) It is assumed that only the lowest quality bread is subsidized and that rich community will buy better quality products.
However, as subsidized bread is cheaper than animal fed, many poultry and cattle growers abuse the effort of the government to provide subsidized bread for the low income groups.
The results of this study show that (table 6 ).
The quantity of ration cooking oil exceeds the needs of some families and was dispensed completely by 71.6% of the subjects. However, 29.3% of the subjects
reported that the quality of oil is poor. This is true, rationed oil is usually turbid and its odor is some times not acceptable. (16) Uncollected oil is usually sold on the black market to small restaurants that do not pay much attention to quality.
Rice is a very popular food, it comes second to bread as the source of calories.
More than 28.0% of the subjects did not collect the whole allocated quantity. It was reported that card rice is of poor quality (44.2%). There is a large difference in the quality between subsidized rice and that available on the market. The difference in Sally Ezzat 530 the price is not too large which encourages the family to purchase better quality rice from the free market (table 6) .
Tea was the most unaccepted rationed item and was dispensed by only 49.5% of the families. The main reason given was its poor quality (table 6) Available data show that the card system is poorly targeted. More than 25%
of the poor families do not carry a ration card because of the bureaucratic steps necessary to acquire a ration card. (17) Another major problem of the food subsidy program is the volume of leakage of those subsidies to the high income bracket. (18) In addition, foods allocated through the ration 
